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explore	 considerations	 for	 policy	 development	 that	 draws	 from	 Indigenous	
and	 Pueblo	 core	 values	 that	 addresses	 the	 safety	 of	 Indigenous	 women	




* Peggy	 L.	 Bird	 is	 of	 the	 Sun	 Clan	 from	 Kewa	 Pueblo,	 New	 Mexico.	 She	 is	 mom,	
grandmother,	 an	 advocate/attorney/consultant/human	 rights	 activist	 and	 works	 to	
enhance	the	sovereignty	of	 indigenous	women	by	ending	violence	against	Native	women,	
both	nationally	and	internationally.	Peggy	is	a	co-founder	of	the	Coalition	to	Stop	Violence	
Against	 Native	 Women,	 Inc.,	 the	 Native	 Women’s	 Advocacy	 Center,	 Inc.,	 and	 the	
Indigenous	 Women’s	 Human	 Rights	 Collective,	 Inc.		 She	 is	 a	 board	 member	 of	 Tewa	
Women	United,	 Inc.,	 the	Chamiza	 Foundation,	 and	 a	 co-founding	member	 of	 the	NCAI	
Violence	 Against	 Native	Women	 Task	 Force.	 	 She	 received	 the	 National	 Crime	 Victims	
Service	Award	granted	by	 the	U.S.	Department	of	 Justice	and	 the	Sunshine	Peace	Award	
granted	 by	 the	 Sunshine	 Lady	 Foundation	 and	 the	National	 Coalition	 Against	 Domestic	
Violence.		She	has	been	a	member	of	the	State	Bar	of	New	Mexico	since	October	1990.		She		
















New	Mexico.	While	 my	 intent	 is	 in	 this	 commentary	 is	 not	 to	 write	




	 Kewa	 is	 one	 of	 the	 remaining	Pueblo	 Indian	nations	 in	 the	United	
States	(U.S.)	that	has	been	able	to	survive	and	thrive	despite	the	onslaught	
of	colonialism	that	began	when	the	Spaniards	came	to	the	lands	where	we	
live	 in	 the	 16th	 century.	 Kewa	 is	 located	 about	 forty	 miles	 north	 of	
Albuquerque,	and	the	main	village	is	located	close	to	the	Rio	Grande	River.	
Of	the	5,000	tribal	members,	there	are	approximately	3,500	people	who	live	





daughter,	and	grandmother.	Personal	 impetus	 for	 this	commentary	comes	
from	 my	 experience	 working	 for	 a	 number	 of	 Pueblo	 Indian	 nations,	













observing	 customary	 cultural,	 religious,	 and	governance	practices	 that	 are	
less	 changed	 over	 a	 long	 period	 of	 time.	However,	 I	 am	 aware	 that	what	




Using	 such	a	critical	 lens	can	also	help	 Indigenous	communities	 to	
consider	bringing	 to	 the	 surface	 the	need	 for	written	policies	 that	help	 to	




a	 look	 at	 the	 relationship	 between	 respect	 for	 earth	 and	 women.	 For	
example,	 my	 own	 doctoral	 dissertation	 explored	 the	 histories	 and	
sociopolitical	 contexts	 of	 Pueblo	 women	 leaders	 in	 New	Mexico	 through	
their	 narratives.	 My	 broader	 interests	 focused	 on	 attitude	 shifts	 towards	
women	in	our	communities	over	time,	and	I	wondered—What	did	and	does	
respect	for	the	earth	mother	look	like?	What	did	and	does	respect	for	Pueblo	
women	 looks	 like	 in	 our	 communities	 today?	 Based	 on	 my	 research	 and	
professional	experiences,	I	fear	grave	implications	for	Pueblo	communities,	
for	 Indigenous	 peoples	 worldwide,	 and	 for	 the	 world	 if	 Indigenous	
communities	do	not	make	real	connections	between	these	two	questions.		
While	 I	 have	written	with	 the	 intention	 to	 share	 this	 commentary	
with	Pueblo	peoples	and	communities,	 it	 is	my	hope	that	 there	are	pieces	
that	 will	 be	 useful	 to	 other	 Indigenous	 peoples.	 First,	 I	 acknowledge	 the	
voices	of	the	Pueblo	women	I	interviewed	in	my	dissertation	research	who	
played	a	huge	part	 in	helping	me	to	decide	the	 focus	of	 this	commentary.	
Those	 women,	 from	 three	 different	 generations	 –	 grandmother,	 mother,	









Initially,	 when	 choosing	 how	 I	 would	 shape	 this	 commentary,	 I	
considered	 the	 major	 themes	 that	 run	 through	 my	 advocacy	 work	 with	
Pueblo	 and	 Indigenous	 communities.	This	 reflection	brought	me	 to	 a	 few	
options	where	women	are	integral	as	organizers,	leaders,	and	participants—
community	 initiatives	 regarding	 food	 and	 healthy	 diets	 within	 Pueblo	
communities,	 new	 educational	 initiatives	 for	 Pueblo	 children,	 tribal	
membership	 and	 enrollment	 policies,	 and	 the	 safety	 of	 Pueblo	women	 in	
our	communities.	I	chose	to	write	about	the	safety	of	Pueblo	women	in	our	
communities	from	a	well-being-in-policy	perspective	because	our	ability	to	
do	 good	 work	 and	 to	 be	 productive	 members	 of	 our	 communities	 relies	




being	 raised	 about	 sexual	 assault	 through	 wider	 public	 and	 Indigenous	
community	 discussions	 of	 human	 trafficking	 and	 Missing	 and	 Murdered	
Indigenous	Women	and	Girls	(MMIWGs).	I	understand	that	actual	change	
sometimes	happens	slowly,	and	I	also	believe	that	policy	changes,	whether	






Before	 I	 reflect	 on	 notions	 of	 well-being,	 how	 this	 relates	 to	 vulnerable	
community	 members,	 and	 the	 role	 of	 policy,	 it	 is	 vital	 to	 define	 what	 a	
formal	 written	 policy	 is	 in	 our	 Indigenous	 communities.	 Hypothetically	
speaking,	 I	would	begin	 this	conversation	by	obtaining	 input	 from	Pueblo	





Tiwa,	 Towa,	 Keres,	 and	 Tewa.	 For	more	 information	 see	 the	 American	 Indian	 Language	







aware	 that	 such	 a	 presentation	 to	 people	 in	 Pueblo	 communities	 and	
ensuing	 discussion	 may	 take	 longer	 so	 that	 concepts	 are	 thoroughly	
discussed	and	explained	in	the	language	spoken	in	the	particular	Pueblo.		
When	 I	 think	 of	what	 a	 formal	written	well-being	 policy	 could	 be,	
especially	 focused	 on	women,	 I	 believe	 that	 such	 a	 policy	must	 contain	 a	
vision	 statement	 on	 well-being	 for	 the	 entire	 Pueblo.	 Despite	 being	 an	
English	 term,	 well-being	 can	 be	 explored	 as	 open-ended	 across	 multiple	
language	 communities.	To	me,	well-being	 encompasses	where	 a	person	 is	
within	 the	 context	 of	 all	 life	 and	 how	 that	 person	 conducts	 oneself,	





sung,	 dances	 take	 place	 within	 our	 Indigenous	 communities,	 in	 our	 own	
ways	we	 strive	 to	 find	 our	 being	well,	 our	 being	 to	 be	 good,	 positive	 and	
reflective	of	Indigenous	values.		




it	 today?	 Whose	 voices	 are	 missing?	 How	 do	 we	 individually	 and	
collectively	envision	well-being,	and	for	how	long—meaning,	where	do	we	
see	the	overall	goodness	of	this	Pueblo	one	year	from	now?	What	about	five,	
ten,	 or	 20	 years	 from	 now?	 Does	 our	 definition	 of	 well-being	 take	 into	
consideration	the	safety	of	women	in	the	Pueblo?	Defining	safety	must	also	
undergo	a	similar	line	of	critical	questioning.			








I	 experience	 well-being	 in	 my	 Pueblo	 as	 a	 generally	 good	 feeling	
when	 connected	with	 other	 people	 in	 the	 Pueblo,	 knowing	 that	we	 share	
three	 major	 elements—safety,	 love,	 and	 caring	 for	 one	 another.	 When	 I	
think	about	well-being,	I	also	think	about	the	feelings	of	connectedness	that	
come	when	I	wake	up	 in	 the	morning,	 think	about	 the	dreams	 I	 just	had,	
look	outside	 the	window	 to	 see	whether	 it	 is	 sunny	or	 overcast,	 and	 look	
around	at	the	houses	and	where	my	mom	lives	at	Kewa,	and	I	see	children	
going	to	school	or	outside	playing	while	they	are	waiting	for	the	bus.	I	also	
experience	 that	 connectedness	 when	 walking	 in	 the	 village	 and	 passing	
another	person—both	of	us	greet	each	other—or	when	driving,	community	
members	 raise	 a	 finger	 or	 our	 hand	 up	 from	 the	 steering	 wheel	 to	
acknowledge	the	person	in	the	other	car	as	we	pass	each	other.	Well-being	
is	 also	 that	 feeling	 that	 happens	 when	 I	 am	 in	 the	 plaza	 watching	 a	
traditional	dance,	sitting	there	with	others,	greeting	each	other,	and	sharing	
snacks	as	the	day	goes	on,	hearing	the	songs,	or	participating	in	the	dance,	
laughing,	 and	 talking	 with	 each	 other.	 That	 sense	 of	 well-being	 is	
recognizing	 that	 I	 belong	 to	 that	 place,	 that	 I	 am	 happy,	 at	 peace,	 and	
whole—that	I	have	everything	I	need;	my	being	is	well.	
In	 addition	 to	 defining	well-being	 based	 on	 the	 good	 feelings	 that	
emerge	 from	 connectedness,	 I	 also	 define	 well-being	 in	 Pueblo	
communities	 from	 a	 woman’s	 perspective	 and	 as	 the	 absence	 of	 violence	
and	a	sense	of	balance	and	prevailing	justice.	According	to	that	side	of	the	
definition,	 Pueblo	 women	 are	 safe	 to	 walk	 alone	 in	 their	 communities	
without	fear	of	being	sexually	harassed	or	abused	and	are	safe	from	fear	of	
physical	 and	 sexual	 abuse	 in	 their	homes.	Pueblo	women’s	homes	are	 the	
places	where	women’s	knowledges	are	taught,	shared,	modeled,	and	passed	
on	 to	 children.	 Pueblo	 homes	 are	 places	 where	 Pueblo	 values	 are	
demonstrated	 on	 a	 daily	 basis	 throughout	 a	 Pueblo	 person’s	 life.	 Thus,	
Pueblo	 well-being	 from	 a	 Pueblo	 woman’s	 perspective	 means	 that	 our	
homes	are	safe	places	where	we	can	be	free	from	fear	of	harm,	where	we		
can	be	comfortable,	where	the	food	we	cook	becomes	infused	with	the	good	
thoughts	 and	 vibes	 that	 come	 from	 the	 feelings	 of	 security,	 love,	 respect,	










In	 my	 professional	 work,	 I	 have	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	 view	 the	
internal	 operations	 of	 tribal	 programs	 and	 governing	 systems.	 I	 have	
observed	that	there	is	not	necessarily	formal	written	tribal	policy	to	ensure	
the	well-being,	and	by	extension	the	safety,	of	Pueblo	women—whether	in	
certain	 Pueblos	 or	 across	 the	 19	 Pueblo	 nations	 as	 a	 politically	 unified	
group.	 In	 some	 cases,	 there	 is	no	 formal	written	 tribal	 policy	because	 the	
Pueblo	might	operate	according	to	oral	tradition,	which	is	a	critical	part	of	
the	 cultural	 history	 of	 Pueblo	 peoples,	 meaning	 that	 most	 policies,	 laws,	







• What	 is	 the	 current	 sociopolitical	 environment	 in	 Pueblo	
communities	 where	 Pueblo	 leadership	 is	 primarily	 composed	 of	
men?	What	are	the	core	values	reflected	in	those	communities?	
















colonizers,	 have	 an	 influence	 on	 Pueblo	 people’s	 contemporary	
attitudes,	beliefs,	core	values,	and	behaviors?		
• Will	 the	 topic	 of	 this	 commentary	 have	 any	 type	 of	 impact	 on	 the	
safety	 of	 my	 family,	 my	 relatives,	 and	 people	 in	 my	 home	
community?			
From	my	 perspective,	 what	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 fairly	 innocuous	 title	 for	 this	
commentary,	 “Ensuring	 the	 Safety	 of	 Pueblo	 and	 Indigenous	 Women	
Through	Policy	 and	Practice,”	may	not	be	 such	a	 straightforward	process.	
The	 more	 recent	 work	 of	 Laguna	 Pueblo	 scholar	 June	 Lorenzo	 (2017)	
demonstrates	 the	 complexities	 raised	 when	 exploring	 these	 issues,	
especially	 as	 she	 examines	 Pueblo	 law	 in	 relation	 to	 Spanish	
colonizing/common	 laws	and	their	motives,	which	ultimately	 transformed	
the	way	Pueblo	women	enjoy	rights	(or	not)	today.		
In	 conversation	 with	 many	 community	 members,	 we	 wonder	
whether	 Pueblo	 communities	 and	 particularly	 Pueblo	 leadership,	 have	
prioritized	 economic	 development,	 housing,	 and	 interacting	 with	 the	
various	 state	 and	 federal	 entities	 who	 are	 requesting	 consultations	 or	
participation	in	meetings	on	a	daily	basis.	These	are	undeniably	important	
concerns.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 we	 can	 also	 be	 reflective—Are	 our	
communities	 focused	 on	 traditional,	 seasonal,	 and	 recurring	 community	
events	 in	ways	 such	 that	daily	 issues	concerning	 the	safety	of	women	and	
children	 in	 the	 community	 are	 not	 being	 addressed	 adequately,	 except	
when	 tribal	 programs	 sponsor	 activities	 such	 as	 “Child	 abuse	 awareness	
month”	or	“Domestic	violence	awareness	month?”		Over	the	past	decade,	I	
have	 worked	 with	 tribal	 programs,	 and	 I	 have	 rarely	 seen	 grassroots	
community-sponsored	 (not	 tribal-government	 program	 sponsored)	 events	
that	 focus	 on	 the	 well-being	 and	 safety	 of	 Pueblo	 women.	 I	 have	 rarely	
witnessed	events	organized	by	Indigenous	men	in	Pueblo	communities	that	
focus	on	the	well-being	and	safety	of	Pueblo	women.	When	they	are	held,	










be	 happening	 in	 Pueblo	 country.	 I	 am	 aware	 that	 these	 are	 loaded	
questions—historically,	 politically,	 and	 socially,	 yet	 I	 wonder	 if	 there	 are	
models	 or	 stories	 regarding	 how	 sexual	 harassment	 and	 sexual	 abuse	 is	
being	navigated	 in	other	 Indigenous	communities	 that	may	share	some	of	







contemporary	 issues	 concerning	 the	 well-being	 and	 safety	 of	 Pueblo	
women.	Is	there	a	connection	between	my	observation	of	the	need	and	the	
lack	 of	 policy,	 and	 moreover,	 how	 can	 the	 relationship	 between	 Pueblo	
values	of	respect	for	Mother	Earth	and	women	address	and	rectify	any	gaps?			
When	 Pueblo	 and	 Indigenous	 peoples	 talk	 about	 the	 earth	 as	 a	
mother,	there	is	reverence	expressed	in	words,	songs,	prayers,	and	behavior	
(protocols).	Pueblo	and	Indigenous	peoples	often	share	common	teachings	
in	 the	enactment	of	 core	values	of	deep	 respect	 for	 the	earth	mother,	 the	
sun,	 the	 moon,	 the	 stars	 and	 all	 living	 beings,	 including	 Pueblo	 and	
Indigenous	women	(Aikman,	2002;	Cook-Lynn,	2008;	Mankiller	&	Steinem,	
2011;	Sanchez,	2017;	Trask,	1996).	The	earth	mother	nurtures	us,	births	and	




Her	 face	 and	 body	 are	 changing	 as	 her	 forests	 are	 decimated,	 her	 rivers,	
streams	and	oceans	are	being	polluted,	and	greedy	corporations	are	making	
money	 off	 of	 her.	 I	 see	 the	 same	 increase	 in	 disrespectful	 and	 violent	






part	 of	 my	 plenary	 presentation	 on	 the	 connections	 between	 Violence	
Against	Women	and	Violence	Against	Mother	Earth	on	November	11,	2017,	


























At	 the	 same	 time,	we	might	 ask	 if	 there	 is	 corresponding	 respect	 or	 lack	
thereof	for	Pueblo	and	Indigenous	women	that	is	actively	practiced	through	
the	 behavior	 of	 people	 in	 our	 communities,	 and	 why	 this	 is	 not	 being	









explicit	 instructions	 on	 how	 to	 live	 in	 the	 Fourth	 world	 where	 they	 had	
journeyed	to	from	within	the	earth	mother	and	past	the	First,	Second	and	
Third	 worlds.	 In	 preparation	 for	 their	 emergence	 into	 the	 Fourth	 world	
where	we	live	today,	Pueblo	people	were	given	the	instructions	and	values	
to	have	respect	for	all	life,	for	the	earth	mother,	the	father	sun,	the	stars,	the	
moon	 and	 everything	 in	 the	 universe.	 Those	 lessons	 are	 often	 repeated	
through	songs,	stories,	and	through	daily	reminders	of	our	behavior	as	we	
go	 through	 our	 lives.	 	 Those	 lessons	 have	 led	 to	 the	 development	 of	
unwritten	 policies	 that	 have	 been	 carried	 down	 from	 generation	 to	
generation.	
Even	 though	 we,	 Pueblo	 people,	 have	 these	 daily	 and	 regular	
reminders	 or	 in	 other	 words,	 unwritten	 policies	 (our	 “instructions”),	 our	
behaviors	 and	 actions	 are	 indisputably	 changing,	 and	 we	 can	 observe	
disrespect	 for	 women	 and	 likely	 due	 as	 well	 to	 influences	 and	 learned	
behaviors	from	the	world	outside	our	Pueblo	communities.	However,	in	the	
world	we	live	in	today	where	we	necessarily	interact	with	external	national	







I	 also	 see	 how	 unwritten	 policies,	 rules	 and	 lessons	 are	 playing	 a	
huge	part	in	the	social	change	work	taking	place	through	organizations	like	
Tewa	Women	United,	Inc.	(TWU),	which	was	created	out	of	the	collective	
gathering	 of	 Pueblo	women	 from	 the	 Tewa-speaking	 Pueblos	 of	 northern	
New	 Mexico	 who	 were	 concerned	 about	 the	 “traumatic	 effects	 of	
colonization,	religious	inquisition,	and	militarization	leading	to	issues	such	






reclaim	 and	 create	 safe	 spaces	 to	 share	 their	 experiences	 as	 a	 circle	 of	
grandmothers,	 to	 support	 projects	 that	 address	 sexual	 abuse,	 to	 reclaim	
birth	 wisdom,	 and	 to	 address	 environmental	 and	 health	 issues	 that	 are	
impacting	 the	northern	Pueblos	and	Mother	Earth.	An	example	of	TWU’s	
restorative	 work	 is	 their	 annual	 “Gathering	 for	 Mother	 Earth”	 held	 each	
September	 to	 bring	 people	 together	 to	 teach	 and	 learn	 from	one	 another	










according	 to	 their	 respective	 values,	 which	 are	 fundamentally	 concerned	




future	 generations	 of	 Pueblo	 and	 Indigenous	 peoples	 can	 live	 our	 well-
being.		
Based	on	my	 international	advocacy	work,	 I	have	observed	 that	we	
have	 resources	 that	 place	 us	 in	 fellowship	with	 other	 Indigenous	 peoples	
worldwide.	 The	 United	 Nations	 Declaration	 on	 the	 Rights	 of	 Indigenous	
Peoples	 (UNDRIP)	 was	 adopted	 by	 the	 United	 States	 during	 President	











that	 those	 States	 are	 currently	 being	 challenged	 to	 uphold.	 In	 the	 U.S.,	
while	 the	UNDRIP	 is	 discussed	 in	 Indigenous	 scholarship,	 it	 is	 not	 being	
implemented.	One	avenue	towards	implementation	is	for	American	Indian	
and	Alaska	Native	nations	and	communities	to	adopt	the	standards	 in	the	
UNDRIP	 in	 developing	 policies	 and	 laws	 that	 respect	 the	 rights	 of	
Indigenous	 peoples	 in	 their	 communities.	 Regarding	 the	 safety	 of	women	
and	overall	community	well-being,	Article	22.2	upholds,	








Another	 Article,	 Article	 3,	 in	 the	 UNDRIP	 supports	 the	 self-
determination	of	Indigenous	peoples	and	states,	
Indigenous	 peoples	 have	 the	 right	 to	 self-determination.	 By	
virtue	of	that	right	they	freely	determine	 their	political	 status	
and	 freely	 pursue	 their	 economic,	 social	 and	 cultural	
development.	(my	emphasis)	
Customary	 laws	 and	 practices	 may	 serve	 as	 the	 foundation	 for	 a	 given	
Pueblo’s	policy	that	ensures	the	safety	and	well-being	of	Pueblo	women	and	
children.	 This	 may	 be	 done	 without	 revealing	 our	 customary	 laws	 and	




through	 time	 immemorial,	 we	 can	 create	 written	 policy	 that	 reflects	 the	
values	of	the	Pueblo	and	demonstrates	respect	for	Pueblo	women.	We	will	










	 In	 2018,	 I	 flew	 with	 my	 Pueblo	 doctoral	 cohort	 colleagues	 to	
Winnipeg,	 Canada,	 for	 a	 course	 focusing	 on	 the	 connections	 within	
Indigenous	community	ecologies	where	health	and	gender	disparities	have	
mobilized	 Indigenous	 community	 members,	 scholars,	 researchers,	 and	
allies	to	rethink	the	discourse	and	significance	of	human	rights.		
I	had	a	window	seat.	Flying	over	the	earth	provides	a	perspective	to	
see	 where	 Indigenous	 ancestral	 lands	 have	 been	 taken	 into	 ownership	
whether	 it	 be	 tribal,	 state	 or	 federal.	Ownership	 is	 clearly	 demarcated	 by	
the	 patterns	 created	 by	 fences,	 roads,	 and	 other	man-made	markers	 that	
may	be	 seen	as	boxes	and	circles	upon	 the	 lands.	Those	boxes	and	circles	
upon	 the	 lands	 and	 the	 rooted	 and	 persistent	 concepts	 of	 ownership,	
brought	 to	 my	 mind	 the	 types	 of	 confinements	 and	 controls	 that	 have	
dictated	 how	 Indigenous	 and	 Pueblo	 women	 are	 treated	 in	 the	 U.S.,	
Canada,	 and	 elsewhere.	 On	 a	 daily	 basis	 in	 the	 current	 world,	 I	 am	
bombarded	with	stories	about	Indigenous	women	who	are	treated	without	




plant	 the	 seeds	 for	 long-lasting	 and	 written	 policies	 that	 will	 underscore	
Pueblo	 and	 Indigenous	 respect	 for	 all	 life	 and	 respect	 for	 Pueblo	 and	
Indigenous	women,	and	we	can	start	with	what	we	envision,	like	well-being,	
and	 according	 to	 Indigenous	 terms.	 Furthermore,	 we	 have	 the	 ability	 to	
cultivate	those	seeds	through	our	behaviors.	
Thank	you	for	listening,	for	reading,	and	for	being	with	me	as	I	share	
these	 concerns,	 issues,	 and	 recommendations	 in	 the	 hopes	 that	 positive	
social	 change	 and	 transformation	 may	 occur	 in	 ways	 that	 reflect	 our	
Indigenous	and	Pueblo	teachings	and	on	our	own	terms.	
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